Endothelial cell activation in patients with systemic vasculitis.
Vascular endothelial cells respond in vitro to a number of stimuli, and in particular to cytokines, by undergoing functional and morphological alterations which endow them with the capacity to promote inflammatory reactions. We studied this process of endothelial cell activation in 20 skin biopsies from 18 patients with systemic vasculitis. At sites of cutaneous inflammation, blood vessels were lined with swollen endothelial cells which expressed increased levels of intercellular adhesion molecule-1 (ICAM-1) and vascular cell adhesion molecule-1 (VCAM-1), and were associated with a mononuclear cell inflammatory infiltrate. Neutrophil infiltration was only found in the presence of endothelial leucocyte adhesion molecule-1 (ELAM-1), which was expressed in 15/20 biopsies. ELAM-1 and VCAM-1 were associated with the presence of inflammatory cytokines which induce expression of these molecules in cultured endothelial cells. Endothelial activation in vivo appears to parallel that observed in vitro, and is likely to be important in determining the nature of an inflammatory response.